The Kissing Sailor: The Mystery behind the Photo That Ended World War II by Jackson, John et al.
Naval War College Review
Volume 66
Number 2 Spring Article 18
2013
The Kissing Sailor: The Mystery behind the Photo
That Ended World War II
John Jackson
Lawrence Verria
George Galdorisi
Follow this and additional works at: https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/nwc-review
This Book Review is brought to you for free and open access by the Journals at U.S. Naval War College Digital Commons. It has been accepted for
inclusion in Naval War College Review by an authorized editor of U.S. Naval War College Digital Commons. For more information, please contact
repository.inquiries@usnwc.edu.
Recommended Citation
Jackson, John; Verria, Lawrence; and Galdorisi, George (2013) "The Kissing Sailor: The Mystery behind the Photo That Ended World
War II," Naval War College Review: Vol. 66 : No. 2 , Article 18.
Available at: https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/nwc-review/vol66/iss2/18
 1 3 0  Nava l  Wa r  C o l l e g e  r e v I e W
Chinese Power.” Here the author notes 
that China has resolved its land-border 
disputes and has shifted its attention 
to “a more hostile environment at sea,” 
where the “first island chain” (Japan, 
taiwan, etc.) constrains Chinese access 
to markets and resources. China is 
now in the early stages of becoming a 
sea power, and Kaplan contends that 
China “in the twenty-first century will 
project hard power primarily through 
its navy.” Ironically, the Chinese “have 
absorbed the aggressive philosophy of 
alfred thayer Mahan, without having 
graduated yet to the blue-water oce-
anic force that would make it possible 
to apply Mahanian theory.” Kaplan 
discusses at length a naval “presence 
in being” around oceania to preserve 
stability and to dissuade Chinese ag-
gression beyond the first-island-chain 
territories. Kaplan concedes Chinese 
naval emergence in its near waters and 
envisions just beyond them “a stream of 
american warships . . . partnered with 
warships from India, Japan, and other 
democracies all of whom cannot resist 
the Chinese embrace, but at the same 
time are forced to balance against it.” 
the resulting tension along the eur-
asian rimlands would surprise neither 
Mackinder nor spykman, and evokes 
Mahan’s notion of democratic concerts. 
the publisher is to be congratulated 
for the superb maps included. If there 
is one oversight, it is that Kaplan could 
have built much of his narrative around 
the concept of “shatter belts.” such zones 
represent a useful conception that is 
consistent with the notion of geographi-
cally pivotal states and buffer regions. 
The revenge of geography is not deter-
ministic but studiously enlightening. 
geography frames but does not decide. 
It remains an enduring constraint on 
great states and the policies of states-
men. this book is highly recommended 
for readers seeking an intellectually 
founded understanding of past theo-
ries and strategies and a window into 
conflict in the near future. It will be 
valuable at all graduate schools in 
security studies, and it is particularly 
recommended for professional military 
education as the foundational reading 
for regional studies and geostrategy—
because while geography may not be 
destiny, it will shape and influence our 
lives in ways we too often overlook. 
f. g. HoffMaN
national Defense University 
verria, lawrence, and george galdorisi. The 
Kissing Sailor: The Mystery behind the Photo That 
ended world war ii. annapolis, Md.: Naval Insti-
tute Press, 2012. 268pp. $24.95 
While I do not believe this photo 
caused the war to end, I do believe 
that the iconic picture by famed life 
magazine photographer alfred eisen-
staedt of a sailor celebrating in times 
square on 14 august 1945 served for 
many as the joyous and emotional end 
to that horrible conflict. the picture 
captured a moment in time, when a 
sailor, a nurse, and a photographer 
came together in a moment of jubila-
tion, and then went their separate ways 
without saying a word to one another. 
When the photo was published in life 
magazine several weeks later, it be-
came very popular, and people began 
wondering about the lives of the kissers 
on the cover. Neither the magazine nor 
the photographer could provide their 
identities, and the mystery lingered for 
more than sixty years. as far as this 
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reviewer is concerned, this clever new 
book, filled with forensic evidence and 
compelling documentation, conclusively 
settles the issue: the kissing sailor is 
george Mendonsa, a career fisherman 
from the historic coastal community of 
Newport, rhode Island. authors  
verria and galdorisi performed credible 
investigative journalism to sort through 
the stories of more than eighty sailors 
who have claimed to be the sailor on 
the cover. one by one they proved these 
stories false, and the evidence in favor 
of Mendonsa grew stronger. In his 
foreword, the television journalist david 
Hartman entices readers to “join detec-
tives verria and galdorisi for a mystery 
solved and an emotional journey, a trip 
back to a few moments of joy and exul-
tation in america.” the authors provide 
their analysis of other photos taken that 
famous day, using “age adjusted” digital 
photography, as well as interviews with 
other people in the photograph—in-
cluding Mendonsa’s wife of sixty-six 
years, who is in the picture, but not in 
his arms! readers will also discover 
the identity of the largely unheralded 
woman on the receiving end of the 
most famous kiss in modern history. 
this is a fun book to read, and while 
it is impossible to prove beyond a 
reasonable doubt who owned those 
famous lips seen “’round the world,” the 
reader will enjoy capturing some of the 
spirit felt by everyone in times square 
when peace returned to america. 
CaPtaIN JoHN JaCKsoN, sC, UsN, ret.
naval war college 
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